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ABSTRACT 



Research suggests a strong association between the existence 
of professional learning communities within schools, increases in the 
effectiveness of practice, and improvement in student achievement. This paper 
describes the National School Reform Faculty (NSRF) , a professional 
development program at the Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown 
University. It is based on three assumptions: the new paradigm of 
professional development provides the best way for school people to make 
changes required by the new expectations for teaching; professional learning 
communities can be deliberately created and sustained by people inside the 
schools; and training and support can reduce the fragility of collegial 
structures. All schools within a Coalition of Essential Schools were invited 
to join, and 75 schools with 90 Critical Friends Group (CFG) coaches were 
accepted. Participants committed themselves to working in small CFGs of 
faculty and administrators toward self-defined goals for improved student 
learning. The Annenberg Institute committed itself to training and supporting 
coaches. Despite variability among CFGs, there were common developmental 
stages, including considering the CFG an oasis where educators could 
collaborate with colleagues; using member time to strengthen approaches to 
teaching and strengthen understanding of how students learn; and addressing 
fundamental questions about teaching. Factors that were influential in 
helping or inhibiting CFGs from moving to more complex levels included 
internal group dynamics, administrative structure, school culture, and access 
to resources. (Contains 16 references.) (SM) 
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The Theory 
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Schools are being pushed to make dramatic changes in instructional practice. First, they 
are supposed to engage students deeply in learning that taps higher-order thinking 
skills and produces conceptual understanding (Cohen et al., 1993; Newmann et al, 

1996). Second, they are expected to adapt approaches to teaching and learning that will 
work for students whose needs and motivational patterns genuinely differ from those of 
students a generation ago (Evans, 1998; McLaughlin and Talbert, 1993). These two 
imperatives create an extraordinary challenge for school people. If they are to 
implement Newmann's model of "authentic instruction" or the precepts of 
constructivist learning or any other model rooted in conceptual learning, most high 
school teachers must abandon the textbook-based lecture/ discussion/ tightly-controlled 
laboratory model that was the basis of their education and at the core of their training. 

In its stead, they must embrace unfamiliar and ambiguous educational strategies and 
tailor them to students who come to school with a broad and unpredictable array of 
assumptions about school and society. Exacerbating these problems is the fact that 
most teachers are either brand-new and trying to figure out the system or in mid/late- 
career and as set in their ways as most people at that stage. Evans (1998, p. 7) defines 
stress as "the reaction within an organism when demands made upon it tax its ability to 
cope." Teachers facing today's demands, armed only with today's skills and attitudes, 
are placed in a predicament that embodies stress. Evans argues that there are two 
possible ways to address this overwhelming situation: reduce the demands or increase 
coping abilities. Since the intellectual and interpersonal demands on school people are 
not likely to be reduced in the foreseeable future, the emphasis must be on enhancing 
coping skills. 



Many leading thinkers about American education have concluded that the conventional 
approach to professional development will not produce in practitioners the coping 
behaviors necessary to work in a new, demanding fashion, alien to their experience. 

Traditional professional development, characterized by short-term, de-contextualized, 
direct instruction, has been shown over and over again to be inadequate to the task of 
helping practitioners make deep and lasting changes in their practice (Little, 1993; Lord, 

1994; Lieberman, 1995). Over the last few years, a consensus appears to have emerged, 
at least in the scholarly community, that a "new paradigm" must be developed that 
focuses on practitioner-driven, "job-embedded," collegial, highly reflective learning 
(Sparks & Hirsh, 1997). Both Newmann (1996) and McLaughlin & Talbert (1997) found 
a strong association between the existence of such professional learning communities 
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